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ABSTRACT 



Grades and other record evaluations should serve at 
least three functions: (1) they should communicate to the student how 

well and in what ways expected academic competencies and skills are 
being developed; (2) they are to be used within the college for 
advisory purposes, for granting admission to certain courses and 
programs, and for decisions on enrollment and degree reguirements ; 
and (3) they are used by graduate and professional schools for 
admission purposes, state scholarship agencies, and potential 
employers. Because conventional grades do not serve these functions 
adequately, they rarely reflect the student’s true potential or the 
student's real academic strength and weaknesses. Studies have also 
shown that there is no evidence that conventional grades are better 
predictors of future academic success than are nonconventiona 1 
grades. The experience with nonconventional grading at Scripps 
College indicates that instructors’ comments serve the educational 
purposes of the College better than the former conventional grading 
system. (AF) 
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In CppoEiilrlun Ci'jnvGni'.Lsnal 
Margss^3t So Fnust 

Scripps Cosliegr? CiarsirGnt. Cali'^cir-ni s 



Leirter grades have been 't^e com‘x;ntional fc/TC-m i>f soademic g racllrg 
f®r a long time<i and recently somf colleges and irnlvarsitles,. Scrj.nj)r, 
College a5m>i!ig them, have been, trying out othej.' .forins '.»f gradingo Sc;.'ipp.s 
C:@llege Is in the secs'jnd year of ti 'twa yeai' ” exper.Lment’’ a syst.'ii]i 

in vdxic^'i both descriptive cijasaentfi and a ne-tation (ff Unsatisfactoi^.'.. 
Satisfaetoiy* or Distin«;tion are ixsedo Ths'ougixaij.t tha seyaester- fse'oJ.ty 
fweB&ers are expected te provide s'J.n.uieP.ts with coniments cwncerning thei.?? 



acadeaaie progress andj, at the end of the semester, a w;i->itten cunaiient and 
acct^npaiQ^ing syiitol OiJ.j S Db.) ata sant to the student.. tv> the student's 



advisers aivi becmae part the srudert’s trenscript.. 

Evaluation of student perfoKaanCi'S and niaintalning aeadeisic raeyrds 
are ^aractrsrl sties wMeh, in par?:*, cii.stingy!lsh edu>aatlonal ••.ns ti tuitions 
from sJJCie'ty ' s otdier 1-d.nda of ins'irit-utions .. AssuMn.'^ that CDl.leges and 



i.vniversities ©ii^nt to e'valua'te s'irudents ancl to 'keep aeademie reetsrds ox 



it o 

their progress t,»e ask what' puiposes are ser-vact by sucli ev-aiuatlon 

and grading, GrarJes and other rs?.?orded evaluations serve an impoidran'i: 
function In ec»i;u3ii.c sting to a student' how well and in wha't ways he or 
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1, Based on the pj.'esentation for 'the sysriposiuja ''Culiege Grading Prac- 
tices: Miat are the Ques'fcions and Whes'e are the &3isiisvs7'' a-i': the 

AjEiS 3 ."*iean Educa'L'ional Research Association nieet;in:gS6 NeT■^ York Ci'ty,. 1971 

2o \iStether acadeia;le degrees ovight to be granted at all, and if so., w?iat 
different criteria of acMevement mii^t be used., a'ra questions which 
coxild be debated^ but ai?e be^yond 'tl’ie scope of this paper. 
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r>he is developing the acads^nic cijnpet&r'CiGf; ctd sicllls wiixch 2 :cpectad 
in each com'se= Secondly. rGOOi’d.i' of acadeinic achievemsnr ar-a used 
Vidthln I'iie calieg:’ f»2‘ advising piirposes, fo?? gi'anting sdirdssion i:o 
certain courses and programs, for determining vdio may be allowed tc 
remain enrolled, and for decisiing who has met th.? degree reqixirements of 
l3ic InstitutiOTio Tiiirdly, aeadsi-rvio raeords serve purposes beyond tbs 
college Ct 2 ®iraunity; transcripts c*f a slnidanf-is aeadeirlc; acliievotierjt' may 
be made available t© graduate or pi'^stfessional sctiools^ state scholarship 
^agencies, potential employers^ or otd^ers ?dio way s^quest coui’se= achieve® 
ment <3ata on which to base their decisions regarding a particular in® 
dividual o 

My objection t?s feumventSonal grading is that it fees nut achieve 
vesy well the variety of putsp^^see evnlustion and grading are ex;® 

peeted to serve » 

InfoOTational Feedback 

■ i |i >« »mi i n iiip w i » ii ww» m t m o 

First, as inforwetional feedback to i:he s'tudeut irg'aditionai grades 
33KJ n©t specific and dlffei'entiaterS eiJ4>ugh? they luETp together In the 
same categorj' students vjho differ markedly In their aca(3eaiic skills and 
cojnpetencieso Rather tlian provide fJB analysis of s stuKient's academic 
strengths and weaknesses i. grades obscure impo7?tant <lifferences asiong 
students., 

Grades iaiidlmensional : A,.. B, e, D, and F i'oMa a simple, oa'dinal 
scalso Aeadsmic growth o on the other hand^ is multidimensional anti coin® 
plexc Kius grades tend to overs hup 11 the nature tind tsoiupleJilty of 

acadffiiiic learningo Grading a student in a course mtiy be based upon attend® 
ancso originality of tiitmgSat, breadth o£ liifoHnatioiu. aJ>iilty to apply 
what has been leai-ned, apparent interest in or Cimsnitstent to the discipline, 
and other aspects of pei-formanoea Traditionally ^ lliese dissimilar dimen- 
sions are ’’averaged" into one composite gi»ade, ■ Even though a professor’s 
analysis of a student’s perfoBnance in a course tsiay have been very eom-. 



piex indeeds the student nevBi''tiaalass receives one ividlf:c3rsnt<ntad 



symbol as a resul to 

A letter gi^nde is necessarily iriexplicit about ybat standard or 
frcSTie of refci^nce was used by the* pr^ifessor- In assigning the gradSc 
Each dln^sion of academic perfernance may be; ev-:;*J.ua'ced ou the basis of 
ihsa level of achievement artialned by tlis student ,4 up tin the ImpToveiaent 
sSiown frena the beginning to "^le end of tSiie course , upon the effort ap— • 
parently eicpendsd, © 3 ? upon ail i3i^ee„ If tiie developwent of standards 
for evaluating ones mm perfesmamse is a priisper goal of eSi-tcatioiio then 
the values assigned tio varii^s difiiensions of accdei-nlc perfoianance oii^t 
to be tnadc ejqjlieit., 



Advisiigg an d Other Inatitotlonsi Pisafposes for Grades 

i »i m 'S> wnfl w i rwyf rawwjaiM 

Perhaps it e®iild be said that tfiG meairing of a letter grade is 
irffetrlevably lost ss sewn as it io create® and :?ejj©rded by the professor- 
one can rapcreate what disiensions^ priorities® and values a professor 
had in tnlnd t«hen he assigned a given grade » Because of the ai^jigaitry 
,‘ind inexplieifejess of letter grades, stoSent advisers as?a likely to he 
iminfoTOed about the natore of a student '^s aaad.emi.c3 developRient in college,. 

Ifee pr$jbl@tts vjhicii csharaicteriae Gonveirtionel grad;?.s 2 g in Individual 
courses are ccEBpounded when grades in fflsny diverse mmrses are cwsbinetl 
into a grade point average (GPA) » I1; is the lacl: of substantive mesning 

In conventional grades which gives tkim tiiair capability of being con- 
verted into a single GPAp Yet-, GPAa are widely used, and. they are used 
as if they were tellable,; cfajeetive, and msaningfed- To base important 
Institutional decisions sisnply upon grad<S‘s aTf.d GPAs se(s;ts dubious for 



O 



several reasons., Hie professor's isnalys.ls of a student's performance may 
be more pertinent to consider in making an inctividuol dseislon than l<now». 
Ing tihat was the letter grade® We need snore Teseardir data on this issue;. 
Hit it does seoji reasonable that ouaJ-itativs differences aariomg students 



slKJUld be ossnsidered \^ea deeisifKis afeoat indivio'uals ave made.. Seoanfily. 
as IhsrphXfeys (1968) dociEaents cieaylyf •fcJies'a is a ga^d deal of inst ability 
in intellectual perfosmanee during 4<=.ycay unde^gffaduate perrloci.. Coi*-. 



relati©ns reported between fresbsnan and senior yeas* GPAs are about o.-i4 
whicht vdille not sera, are so I'ow that '’One siaply oaimot well 

enough fra«n fre^nnan acadssnic dafieienoy to senioa* performance (Ti^iwpf'teys, 
1968s po 379 ) 0 ” Yeta coll^?© pG'licies on aeadenlc dismissal cj,'e altnost 
universally based on GP.Ao 

Rtr decisions made within a college, conventionEil grades and GPAs 
are unnecessary o A Pass/Pail systsHi i«?uld be perfecstly sdaquate fcr many 
deeislonso For others, su(^ as dismissal from college or a&nlsEi-an to 
upper division courses or t® special programs 5 desorl-ptive criimnents or 
«R-altldlmensional rating scales (egc, KlboWa 1969: Tri&yer, 1970) wesuld be 
tttore adequate and appjKjprlate fhaji letter grades « PepeneJing upon tiie 
college'* 3 statreKsent ©f edumticmal ©bjieetives, either a refiord of cisnon^ 
strated cas 5 ?>etsixeles or a recsarci ©f I3ie required nvarfeer and kind of courses 
"passed” would be a sufficient basis f®r deciding wb© had met the college’s 
degree requirements 0 



Colleges supply grading infoiMnation t© many agencies even though 
there is no clear evidence that G?As aie ’’valid” for maris,* of tlie different 
puj^ses to ■iAich grades are puto Kss^sover, grades are used as the basis 

for some deelsio-ns for whidis other criteria o\:ght to be used= Renewal of 

cesftain state scfeijlarshipss, for Instaxioo^ depends upon the student ''s 
maintaining a specified GPA; in sw opinion tMs is an unsound educstiortal 
policyo Seholsr^slps should be granted on the basis of financial need to 

students wha continue to w«aet the acscteic standards of the coJlege in 

v.hicb, they are enroll edo 




Graciualre and professiona.l ac.,liool.f; Lyoica/Lly r-aly •■j.i grr/Jc ir. 
selecting students for admission aithungh studies whiLU. iiave ;ri. :;'eri;i) ted 
to identify predictors of success in giTaduate sotiool programs iiava foui;d 
that undergraduate grades are nor al^'jciys reliable indicators of graduate 
school performance^. In a fevievj of many such studies i'iarr-sn (1970) 
found that correlations reported betuv-een undergraduate and fhcsit year 
graduate school grade.s ranged from about -.20 to and the nsedian 

correlation v;as about .,30, Undergraduate grades generally do not cor- 
x^elate higjily with academic perfco-r^iance in the J.ater p'hcise.s of gr.ad- 
uate education, nor with) other criteria of academic success .such as 
actual completion o'® graduate piogram (Haelcinan. Uiggin.s^ iv Bas.s.j 
1970; Bundy .j 1968).. Some studies have found that grade.s are no better 
than lette.rs of recomnenaation cu" scores on stan.dsi.’cdzed. tests, such as 
the Graduate Record Examination (G .R E) or the. Law School Admission Te-sr 
(L S A T) s, in predicting; the lildihcod o.f .success in a praduata program 
{liahrabian.; 1969; Lunneborg & Lunneborg, 196S) ^ lhi.le .conventiona]. 



GPAs are a means of making admissions decisions from- among large numbers 
of qualified, applicants.: efficiency of prediction is unlikely to be im- 
proved by using’ conventional. grado.s, once standarclLzed test scores and 
facviLty' 'recommendations have been con.sidered,^ 

There is no evidence that conventional grades are be’L'ter iros- 
dictors -dian are non--feonventiona2. gS’ades^nar tha;- -didents educated 
under a non-conventicnal grading system are leas li]:ely to he successful- 
in gradua’te school than 5 ;re s’fcudents w.h-o have been gracted conv'entionally 
If graduate departments and schools t-jculd investigate ■m.hat specific dim,* 



ensions of academic perfumance or combinations of quaii'cies were re- 
lated to success in ’their progi-’am, prediction coul.d be .’Improved and 
selection could be based explicitly on the most relevant criteria. 
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Grades are a questionable basis :c‘or (snployes selection, too. Tha 
aimponents of grades and of job parformanfio which are coirroon to each 
triber are typically unltnov.i and untested by those who use grades as 
selection criteria^ Recognizing >:feat grades are poor pxsdietors of job 
success 8 same ceitipanies are developing their o^vn tests ttjr be i.;sed. far 
selectiono TSiis is probably a gr,>sfi stepo If outside agencier; do nest 
request csanventional grades, perhaps colleges will feel freer to exsrnlne 
and t® change their grading procedur^es if they find tMs desirable on 
educational grounds, 

EVALWATIOK AND GRADING AT SCRIPPS 

Serlpps College initiated the Goji’.wsnt System for Hiany different 
reasisnso Smee reasons had to do with expectations about possible effects 
of this change upon styles of teachirg and others had to do with prs- 
sumptions sdiout the way it would affect tfie quality of student motivation 
and leamlngo Al-fchough there was iiast research evidence tat serve as 

a guide; it was believed that eomisntSs though tlm«<*-csotnciimins to write, 
serve tiie educational purposes of the college better than the for<-' 
Kier conventional grading systemo Certainly cairanents have the potent ■“ 
ality for greater cftimunicatloh of educationally relevant infojs^'iation. 
The faoulty vote on the new system of grading came at a time in 
the history of the college when ssme degree requirenTents (ioC., , language 
and science) were being stated in tesxns of CGrnipetsnc?ies ratJier than In 
ssuesters of time em^olled, A majority of 'fcSie facul/ty voted to adept for 
a ti«> year trial period, a cssnssent system in vduiol's students were to be 
evaluated relative to stated, varied goals of a course , rather than on a 
single scale relative to others in ‘fche class. 
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Cooxnents can be sore explicit in describing a student's acadeiRlG 
perfomanee than grades ean bso Oasrments also Indicate the frame of refers 
ensce of the professor in making the evaluation* and can more accurately 
convey tdiat the professor had in mincl tshen !ie made the judgment. The 
acoojnpanying syinbol. In addition, indicates S'jhether or not credit to» 
ward the degree is t© be granted f©r the courts wodce without making 
gratuitous quantitstfy'e differentiations (like B® or C+) viSiieJi too often 
reflect trensitory and trivial, if not meaningless differenees among 
students, 

\Alle other aspect® of the coiEment systen; as:« yet to be evaluated, 
a surv^ ©f student opinion made last yser sSuswed that student attitude 
Was pretealnantly favorable tasward the new syetesn of evaluation. Of 386 
SoKdppe students ’S&s* participated in the survey, 9195 believed that the 
nt«w systesn ©f evaluation had many gpod points; 9595 Indicated that they 
lilced to reeel ve written evaduatione. Given the genei*al level of student 
dlssatisf^stion with M^er edvasat;i©nal practices today* and given the 
fact that evaluation and grading have typically been viewed as necessary 
evils, the favorablli‘ty expressed by these stiidents sacsns particularly 
notewortiq^. 
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